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ABSTRACT

Clothing is an important topic in social studies, but structural approaches have received
little attention due to a lack of frameworks for formulating meanings of clothes. The
purpose of this study was to pore over on the linguistic effects of clothes. The main question
is, to what extent can the meaning of clothes be explained within the framework of a
linguistic system? For this purpose, the structural analysis method of Ferdinand de Saussure
was used. Results showed this method can recognize elements and relations of the clothing
system but not explain historical trends. The clothing system is governed by the logic of
signifier and signified and is an arena of contentious semiotics. Discussing the origins and
implications of signs requires case studies of synchrony and diachrony of clothes.
Regardless of history, studying clothing is inconclusive; it is both a system and history.
Confrontation between dress rules and individual dressing represents social dynamics.
Clothing has linguistic logic with codes but no vocabulary or grammar to convey
alphabetical messages. The structure of clothing in society has extensive intertextual
relations and cannot be considered a true language, only a pseudo-language.
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INTRODUCTION

In this study, it was attempt to pursue this issue regarding the language of clothing
by rethinking the structuralist linguistics approach of Ferdinand de Saussure as a
classical model. For this purpose, Saussure's fundamental concepts such as "signifier
and signified", "signification", "synchronic and diachronic”, "langue and parole” were
discussed both as a theoretical basis and as a methodological framework for analyzing
clothing systems. The aim of this essay was to examine how clothing meanings are
formed solely within the framework of Saussure's methodology and to evaluate the
applicability of this method in analyzing the meaningful relationships within a
clothing system. Saussure's perspective was chosen because, despite the significant
tendency to analyze social phenomena from a structuralist approach, little attention
has been paid to this approach in social studies of clothing so far. On the other hand,
Saussure's theory occupies a classical position in structuralist studies.

FINDINGS

Regarding the relationship between signifier and signified, it was shown that clothing
provides an extensive semiotic realm. According to Saussure's linguistic logic, the
"sign-ness" and signification of clothing have nothing to do with the outside world of
clothing; rather, every connotation is placed within a network of implications of other
clothes. In other words, if a piece of clothing signities femininity within a cultural
system, it is only in relation to clothes that connote masculinity. In clothing
structures, the signifieds of clothes are distinct from each other, which is quite
obvious. However, despite this seemingly logical appearance, the connotations of
clothes change and transform within epistemological frameworks. That is, the
meanings of clothes in the clothing structure of each historical period are, to some
extent, a function of the belief and ideological system of that period. But with changes
in each cognitive system, the connotation of clothes undergoes transformation.
Therefore, proving which element (or clothing) is a sign of what, and when it
represents the function of clothing versus reflecting cultural symbols, requires case
studies. In other words, determining the relationship between the signifiers and
signifieds as being internal or external to clothing structure, and explaining the origin
of connotations, necessitates specific investigations. Factors such as color, texture,
material, cut, stitching, etc. position clothing as a signifier in relation to certain
meanings or signifieds. Still, it should be clarified whether the established relationship
stems from cultural-ideological symbols or the structure of the clothing system.
According to structuralist rules, the relationships between signifiers and signifieds in
a synchronic clothing structure cannot be understood; the diachronic
transformations of clothing must also be considered. The synchronic structure of
clothing (langue) is always in dialogue with the diachronic transformations (parole)
of clothing. In Saussure's structuralist logic, the historical dynamism of clothing
(diachronic) is irrelevant because the meanings of clothes are not thought to remain
constant throughout historical transformations. This theoretical logic does not
believe in the possibility of tracing the connotation of a particular garment



throughout history. A garment's historical background does not explain the cause
and nature of its connotation; rather, its relationship with other garments is the
signifying factor. However, examining clothing structure devoid of pursuing its
evolutionary course would be futile. Clothing is both a system and a history.

Regarding the relationship between social rules and individual behavior, or
langue and parole in clothing, it was stated that there is a dichotomy between “general
clothing rules” (langue) and “individual tastes and freedoms in wearing clothes”
(parole). General rules in clothing constitute the basic structure according to which
the symbolic boundaries of the clothing system are determined. Behind the seemingly
diverse clothing situations, there are defining frameworks within which the different
types of clothing fit. On the one hand, individual clothing behaviors are conditioned
on the overall clothing structure, and on the other hand, they challenge and change
it. The conflict between “personalizing clothing ways” versus the institutional aspect
of the social structure of clothing is a sociological process that represents broader
social, political, and cultural tensions and dynamics.

CONCLUSION

In response to the main question of discussing “clothing as a language”, it should be
said that clothing components, based on individuals' varying adherence to cultural
conventions, have a kind of logic of co-occurrence. Although this logic communicates
through cultural codes similarly to the “language” logic, it does not convey “alphabetic
messages”. Therefore, this logic cannot be considered as rules governing “written or
spoken language”. In other words, clothing does not have a vocabulary or grammatical
rules like language. Clothing systems have their own specific codes and possess a kind
of “pseudo-language”. This pseudo-language can articulate the covert codes of each
historical period and even provide information about status, occupation, emotions, and
many other diverse messages. Thus, clothing coding systems are the product of
historical processes, although the analysis of the relationship between these codes and
history should not pursue one-to-one correspondences.

NOVELTY

The innovation of this research lies in its unique application of structuralist
approaches to the social studies of clothing in Iran, an area that has seen limited
exploration to date. This study successfully engages with Saussure's foundational
concepts, employing them both as a theoretical framework and as a methodological
model for analyzing the pseudo-linguistic effects of clothing. By leveraging these
concepts as theoretical tools, the study provides a new pathway for rethinking the
social meanings of clothing, offering valuable insights for different stakeholders of
the clothing world in Iran.
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3. synchronic
4. diachronic
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